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The two eastern species of Melica 

Charles Vancouver Piper 

In the United States, east of the Great Plains region, are two 
species of Melica which have long been known as M. mutica Walt, 
and M. diffusa Pursh. Their characteristic differences have been 
well indicated by Scribner, Proc. Acad. Phila. 1885, pp. 40-41. 

Empty glumes very unequal and decidedly shorter than the 3- to 5-flowered spikelets ; 
panicle diffusely branched, many-flowered. 

M. diffusa. 
Empty glumes subequal, nearly as long as the 2-flowered spikelets ; panicle few- 
flowered, sparingly branched below, often reduced to a single raceme. 

M. mutica. 

These two species, as above distinguished, though very closely 
allied, have generally been recognized, and no question is here 
raised as to their validity. A consideration of evidence afforded 
by the literature pertinent to the problem indicates very clearly, 
however, that the name diffusa does not belong to the plant with 
which it has so long been associated. 

The first binomial description relating to either of our species 
appears in the first edition of the Species Plantarum as follows : 

MELICA. 

altissima. 3. MELICA petalis imberbibus, panicula ramosissima. Hort. up. 20. 
Melica flosculis glabris ; summo urceolari. Gmel. sib. 1. p. 98. t. 20. 
Gramen avenaceum, locustis rarioribus muticis, virginianum majus. 

Moris, hist. 3. p. 216. s. 8. t. 7. /. Ji. 
Habitat in Sibiria, Canada. y_ . 

Linnaeus here confuses two very distinct plants. The Siberian 
plant is the true M. altissima, while the Virginia plant of Morison 
is what we now know as Melica mutica Walt. The character 
"panicula ramosissima" may, with some play to the imagination, 
be applied to the narrow and dense panicle of the Siberian species, 
but it is wholly inapplicable to the American plant. 

Walter, the next writer to touch on the eastern American 
Melicas, distinguished in his Flora Caroliniana, 1788, as he 
thought, two species, as follows : 

40. MELICA. Cal. 2-valvis, 2-florus. Rudimentum floris inter flosculos. 
altissima I. petalis imberbibus, panicula ramosissima, floribus subacutis. 
mutica 2. petalis imberbibus, panicula laxa pauciflora, floribus magnis muticis 
obtusis. 
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It will be noticed that Walter copies Linnaeus' description of 
M, altissima, adding two words " floribus subacutis." The types 
of these two plants of Walter are not now in his herbarium, accord- 
ing to Professor A. S. Hitchcock (Ann. Rep. Mo. Bot. Gard. 
47. 1905). 

These Walterian species were also unknown to Michaux, who 
in his Flora I : 62. 1803, treats the genus as follows : 

MELICA. L. 

Gluma 2-valvis, 2-flora. Cal. 2-valvis. Inter flosculos rudimentum tertii florispe- 
dunculati. 
Glabra. M. glabra, erecta, panicula erecta, laxa ; ramulis simplicibus, paucifloris : 
floribus nudis, majusculis. : 

Moris., hist. 3. sec. 8. t. 7. f. 51. 
Obs. Forsan hue referendae sunt M. altissima et mutica. Walt. 
Hab. a Virginia ad Floridam. 

There can be scarcely any doubt that Michaux's plant is what 
we now call M. mutica, but a spikelet in herb. Torrey, said to be 
from Michaux's type specimen, is Koeleria cristata. 

Pursh, Fl. Am. Sept. I : 77. 18 14, distinguishes two species 

as follows : 

90. MELICA. Gen. pi. 113. 

1. M. panicula laxa pauciflora : ramulis simplicibus, floribus obtusis imberbi- 

bus, caule erecto glabro. — Mich.fi. amer. 1. p. 62. glabra. 

M. mutica. Walt. fl. car. j8. 
Icon. Moris, hist. j. s. 8. t. 7. /. J/. 
In shady places . Virginia to Florida, y. July. v. s. 

2. M. panicula diffusa ramosissima, floribus acutis imberbibus, caule erecto 

pubescente. diffusa. 

M. altissima. Walt. fl. car. 78. 
In sandy swamps : Virginia and Carolina, y, June. v. s. 

It will be noticed that for the description of diffusa, Pursh 
copies Walter's description of altissima, adding the word " diffusa " 
in describing the panicle, and the phrase " caule erecto pubescente " 
at the end. An important point, too, lies in the statement that 
diffusa occurs in "Virginia and Carolina," in neither of which 
states does the plant now referred to M. diffusa occur. 

Pursh, as is well known, had access to Walter's herbarium, so 
presumably the abbreviation "v. s." means that he saw Walter's 
types, not merely that he saw dried specimens, as in all probability 
he had seen living specimens of one or both, and we would there- 
fore expect the frequently used abbreviation " v. v." if he were 
referring to his own collections. In any case, Pursh's testimony 
as to the identity of Walter's species is the only presumably direct 
evidence we have as to what they really are. 
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Elliott, Sketch Bot. S. C. and Ga. 154. 1821, recognizes M. 
glabra Michx. and quotes M. mutica Walt, as a synonym. He 
further adds : 

" I have from Columbia a variety with the leaves pubescent, 
the flower evidently smaller, the valves more acute, less mem- 
branous at the summit, and handsomely spotted with purple. It 
is probably the M. altissima Walt, but it has scarcely character 
enough for a distinct species." 

Muhlenberg in 18 17, Gram. Descr., in treating the eastern 

Melicas, distinguishes two species — naming both as new — as 

follows : 

XXII. MELICA. 

Cal. 2-valvis 2-florus. Rudimentum floris inter flosculos. 

1. MELICA SPECIOSA. 

Culmo tripedali — quadripedali erecto, nodis glabris. 

Foliis Hneari-lanceolatis nervosis, subtus pubescentibus. 

Ligula bifida. 

Vagina nervosa subpubescente. 

Panicula secunda. 

Ramis paniculae solitariis patulis trifloris, flosculis pedicellatis, pedicello pubescente. 

Cal. 2-valvis, valvulis ovato-lanceolatis striatis obtusis 2-floris cum rudimento tertii. 

Cor. 2-valvis nervosa imberbis, valvula interiore margine pubescente, exteriore glabra. 

Stam 3. 

Pist. 2, plumosa. 

Semen. 

Radix %. 

Habitat in montibus Pennsylvaniae, floret Junio. 

Specimen e Virginia culmo inferne purpureo, habet. 

Cal. 2-valvis corollae aequalis, valvulis ovatis acutis 5-nerviis 2-floris. 

Cor. 2-valvis exterior ovata acuta multinervia, interior obtusa margine pubescens. 

Neuter flos 2-valvis obtusus, hermaphroditis brevior. 

2. MELICA RACEMOSA. 

Culmo erecto glabro nodoso basi amethystino, foliato. 

Foliis linearibus nervosis scabris. 

Ligula abbreviata pilifera subbifida. 

Vagina scabra. 

Panicula simplici contracta s. racemo 6-flor. terminali, flosculis nutantibus, rachi 

angulata. 
Ramis s. pedunculis unifloris solitariis brevibus. 
Cal. gluma 2-valvis, valvula una obtusa, altera acuta glabra, corolla longior, 2-flora et 

rudimento tertii. 
Cor. gluma 2-valvis, exteriore nervosa' majore acuta glabra, altera margine pubescente 

obtusa. 
Stam. 3, alba. 
Pist. 2, alba. 

Semen ovale flavescens nilidum. 
Radix %. 

Habitat in Carolina, Georgia, nobiscum floret medio Maio. 
Habitus Melicae nutantis, sed distincta species. 

It is interesting to note here that one of Muhlenberg's species 
has the sheaths pubescent, the other merely scabrous. We have 
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therefore the idea expressed consecutively by Pursh, Elliott and 
Muhlenberg that the two supposed species are distinguished by a 
character of pubescence. There is nothing to indicate such a 
distinction in Walter's descriptions. Michaux's name glabra may 
naturally have suggested prominence to an opposed character. 
Finally, Pursh may have imbibed his ideas of two species through 
Muhlenberg, with whom he was intimate, or he may actually have 
gotten the fact from Walter's types, and Muhlenberg may simply 
have followed Pursh. 

So far as the material in the National Herbarium goes, the 
plant so long called M. diffusa never has pubescent sheaths or 
leaves, and it seems never to have been found in Virginia or Caro- 
lina. The conclusion, therefore, seems unavoidable that the name 
diffusa really belongs to the form of mutica with pubescent 
sheaths ; also that it is probably the same as M. allissima Walt., 
as Pursh indicates. 

The character of "panicula ramosissima" appears to be 
clearly a heritage from Linnaeus' original description, rather than 
a statement of fact. Walter's contrasting characters of " floribis 
subacutis" and "floribus muticis" are ignored by Pursh, and so 
far as Atlantic coast specimens are concerned seem to have no 
real basis. 

The synonymy of the eastern Melicas then seems to be as 
follows : 

Melica mutica Walt. Fl. Car. 78. 1788 

M. glabra Michx. Fl. Bor.-Am. 1 : 62. 1803. 

M. rariflora Schreb. Beschrieb. Gr. 2 : 157. 1810. (This is 
merely a new name proposed, considered preferable to either 
mutica or glabra}) 

M. racemosa Muhl. Gram. 88. 18 17. 

M. Muhlenbergiana Schultes Mant. 2: 294. 1824. (New 
name for the above, owing to the older M. racemosa Thunb.) 

M. mutica glabra A. Gray, Man. Ed. 5, 626. 1867. 

Melica mutica diffusa A. Gray, Man. ed. 5, 626. 1867. 

M. diffusa Pursh Fl. Am. Sept. 1 : jj. 1814. 
M. speciosa Muhl. Gram. 87. 18 17. 
t M. altissima Walt. Fl. Car. 78. 1788. 
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For the more western plants heretofore considered to be M. 
diffusa Pursh, the only available name is 

Melica nitens Nutt. in herb. 

M. diffusa nitens Scribn. Proc. Acad. Nat. Sci. Phila. 1885 : 
44. 1885. 

M. scabra Nutt. Trans. Am. Phil. Soc. 5: 148. 1837. Not 
Kunth, 1822. 

The types of both these are in the herbarium of the Philadel- 
phia Academy of Sciences. I do not see that nitens can be main- 
tained as distinct from the ordinary form of what has been called 
M. diffusa. 
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